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ABSTRACT 



A network based voice mail system without losing any of the 
advantages of traditional answering machines includes a 
small device, which looks like an answering machine and 
costs about the same, and three-way calling service. The 
small device (called a Remote Answering Device) looks just 
like an ordinary answering machine. Answered by a human, 
the Remote Answering Device will pick up after a prese- 
lected number of rings and play a prerecorded greeting that 
is stored locally and then prompt the caller to wait for the 
beep. The Remote Answering Device then uses three-way 
calling service to conference the user's voice mail number 
into the call, by sending a hook flash signal and speed dialing 
the user's voice mail number. When a conference call is 
established it plays the beep and then plays the message 
which is. If an extension is picked up, the Remote Answer- 
ing Device drops the conference call by sending another 
hook flash signal and hangs up. Since the Remote Answering 
Device answered all calls it knows how many messages 
have been left and can indicate this number on its display. 
The Remote Answering Device will automatically call up 
the user's voice mail box and start playing the messages. If 
a call is received by the network based voice mail system 
that did not first pass through the Remote Answering Device, 
the network based voice mail system sends a page to the 
Remote Answering Device that identifies the correct mes- 
sage count in the queue. The Remote Answering Device 
includes a paging receiver that receives the message and 
sends the correct count to a processor that updates the 
message count indicator. 

44 Claims, 3 Drawing Sheets 
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NETWORK BASED VOICE MAIL WITH 
CALL SCREENING 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates generally to voice mail 
systems, and more particularly to network based voice mail 
systems. 

Network based voice mail systems offer a number of 
interesting advantages compared to traditional answering 
machine devices, for example, better voice quality, better 
reliability, the possibility of leaving messages without dis- 
turbing recipients by ringing their phone, notification (e.g., 
pager) or alternative message retrieval (e.g., from a personal 
computer). 

Network based voice mail is furthermore a prerequisite 
for unified messaging, which requires a single point access 
to voice mail, electronic mail (e-mail) and fax. These 
advantages are not only interesting for customers but also 
for service providers who can sell more and provide better 
services. 

Despite these advantages and despite several attempts 
from the local telephone companies, network based voice 
mail to date has not had much success with home customers, 
even if the service was offered free of charge! According to 
one survey, the primary reason for this, is the inability to 
screen calls before answering them. Caller ID devices do not 
compensate for the loss in case of home usage for several 
reasons. For one, caller ID devices only show who is calling 
but give no indication of the purpose of the call. Knowing 
what the caller wants is important to decide whether or not 
to answer the call. Moreover, caller ID information is not 
always available and the caller ID display cannot be read 
from a distance, lb view the display, one would have to walk 
up to the phone — an activity which is bothersome and which 
may interrupt one's dinner or other leisure activity. 

Other reasons for not using network based voice mail are 
the lack of a message indicator and the increased complexity 
for retrieving voice mail from a network (e.g., no simple 
"play" button). 

One attempt to solve this problem is a product known as 
Solo-Point, which can be found on the World Wide Web at 
www.solopoint.com. This device uses three-way calling to 
conference in a network based voice mail system with a 
local device that plays the incoming message to enable a 
user to screen calls. This enables a user to screen calls with 
a network based voice mail system. Unfortunately, this 
product is unable to stay in synchronization with the net- 
work based voice mail system, in that it cannot always 
correctly indicate the number of telephone messages in the 
network based voice mail system because calls that do not 
pass through this product are not logged by it. This can occur 
if the telephone line is busy, or the network based voice mail 
system is accessed directly by a caller. As a result, messages 
could exist in the network based voice mail system, while 
the Solo-Point device indicates there are no messages wait- 
ing to be played. 

The present invention is therefore directed to the problem 
of developing a network based voice mail system that 
enables the user to screen calls, yet accurately indicates the 
number of messages in the network based telephone system 
and is as easy to use as conventional telephone answering 
machines. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention solves this problem by providing a 
remote answering device that is coupled to the network 



based voice mail system through the telephone network 
using three-way calling, which remote answering device 
includes a speaker that enables the user to screen calls and 
a series of keys to access the network based voice mail 
5 system, and a paging device disposed in the network based 
voice mail system that contacts the remote answering device 
when the network based voice mail system receives a 
message that it identifies as not having passed through the 
remote answering device. 

10 According to the present invention a network based voice 
mail apparatus includes a network based voice mail system 
with a user voice mail box, at least one remote answering 
device coupled to a user's incoming telephone line, and a 
telephone network providing three-way calling service, 
wherein the remote answering device answers an incoming 
call after a predetermined number of rings, and conferences 
in the user's voice mail box in the network based voice mail 
system using the three-way calling service of the telephone 

2Q network. In addition, the apparatus includes a paging device 
that determines that a call was received by the network based 
voice mail system without simultaneously passing through 
the remote answering device, which pages the remote 
answering device and updates the message counter. 

25 Furthermore, the present invention also includes a remote 
answering device, for use in a network based voice mail 
system wherein a user voice mail box is accessible over a 
telephone network via a predetermined telephone number 
and an optional predetermined access code. This device 

30 includes a modem (as used herein, modem refers to any 
telephone/network interface device, either analog or digital) 
capable of answering an incoming call upon detecting a 
predetermined number of rings, dialing the user's voice mail 
box using a three-way calling service and conferencing the 

35 incoming call with the user's voice mail box, a memory for 
storing the predetermined telephone number and the 
optional predetermined access code, and a processor for 
controlling the modem and passing the predetermined tele- 
phone number and optional predetermined access code from 

40 the memory to the modem. In addition, the device includes 
a paging receiver that receives a page from the network 
based voice mail system when a message enters the network 
based voice mail system without previously having passed 
through the device. The processor then updates the message 

45 counter based on the page received by the paging receiver. 

According to the present invention, a method for enabling 
screening of calls by a network based voice mail system, 
includes the steps of: a) monitoring an incoming call to 
5Q determine whether the call is not being answered by a user; 

b) answering the incoming call if the user does not answer; 

c) playing a greeting for the caller; d) conferencing in the 
user's network based voice mail system; e) recording a 
message using the network based voice mail system while 

55 simultaneously playing the message over a speaker disposed 
in the user's location; and f) paging a remote answering 
device if a call is received by the user's network based voice 
mail system without simultaneously passing through the 
remote answering device. 

60 In this method according to the present invention, one 
particularly useful embodiment includes the steps of: f) 
sensing with the remote answering device when a call is not 
answered and right after the incoming call has been for- 
warded to the voice mail system placing a call to the voice 

65 mail system itself; and g) conferencing the call from the 
remote answering device with the incoming call forwarded 
to the network based voice mail system. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS The memory 38 stores the local greeting and also stores the 

. , . . , , , . • access telephone numbers and security codes necessary to 

1 dc P lcls a block ^S 1 * 111 of P rescnt wvcamon- access ^ oetw0fk based yoice mail sys(em 6 
FIG. 2 depicts one embodiment of the exterior of the 

Remote Answering Device according to the present inven- 5 Answering a Call 

tion. When a telephone call comes in which is not answered by 

FIG. 3 depicts a block diagram of the Remote Answering a human, the Remote Answering Device 1 picks up after a 

Device according to the present invention. preselected number of rings. The Remote Answering Device 

1 will then play a greeting, which is prerecorded and stored 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION i 0 locally (in the memory 38) and will then prompt the caller 

. . t . c ... to wait for a beep. The Remote Answering Device 1 then 

Tto present invention presents a solution for providing ^ ^ |hree . w / calu xrfke ,„ con£crencc ^ user>s 

network based voice : mail without the loss of any of the yokc ^ ^ ^ temisKd b fte Nctwork Based 

advantages of rational answermg machines, t does ^ Mafl g ^ ^ fc ^ ^ 

require the instaUation of a small device at the telephone ^ b usuall me ^ Service 

site, wh.ch bote tike an answering machine and costs about 4) caU „ a h 4 k flash si { and 

the same. In addition the present invention uses three-way ^ ^ user>s ^ ^ numb ^ was 

calling service, which is currently avauable in most places. ^ vious , emered mt0 ^ m M b Me ^ ^ the 

TTiere is, however, no requirement for changmg or repro- d 3$ ^ ^ takes only abom three 

gramming the local switch, which can be a significant seconds. When a conference call is established, it plays the 

expense, other than providing a paging device at the network „ and ^ records ^ m which h & ^ 

based voice mail system. Any service provider can offer the , d Uye on ^ ^ 21 ^ ^ ^ home ^ cal]er 

voice mad service without requiring intervention of the local ^ ^ ^ ^ m a buMon (or , redcter . 

telephone service provider. ^ ^ such as £ „ #>) ^ ag ^ mQst 

FIG. 1 depicts the system 10 of the present invention. A ^ answering machines. 
Remote Answering Device 1 is connected in parallel with 

the telephone^) 2 inside one's home 3 to the Local Service When the User Picks Up During Recording or 

Provider 4 via the local telephone line 5. The Local Service Greeting 

Provider 4 connects the Remote Answering Device 1 to a After answering a call, the Remote Answering Device 1 

Network Based Voice Mail System 6 via the telephone 3Q constantly monitors the impedance of the telephone line 4 to 

network 7. The Network Based Voice Mail System 6 is also detect if any of the extension phones is being picked up. If 

connected to the Internet 8, which has a Web Site 9 via a n extension is picked up, the Remote Answering Device 1 

which the user can access using a Web Browser 11 running drops the conference call by sending another hook flash 

on the user's Personal Computer 13 to review the messages signal and hangs up. A hook flash signal will drop the last 

in the user's Voice Mail Box 12 in the Network Based Voice 35 entrant to a conference call, so no modification to the switch 

Mail System 6. Each of these elements and interfaces will ( no t shown) at the local service provider 5 is necessary. The 

now be described in more detail. user can then talk normally with the caller. 

Remote Answering Device Message Indicator and Playback of Messages 

Turning to FIG. 2, shown is the Remote Answering 40 Since the Remote Answering Device 1 answers all incom- 

Device 1, which looks just like an ordinary answering ing calls, the Remote Answering Device 1 knows how many 

machine. It has a speaker 21, a message number indicator 22 messages have been left and can indicate this number on the 

and basic play back control buttons, such as "play" 23, message indicator display 22. The user can press a simple 

"stop" 24, "delete" 25, "record" 26, "skip" 27, "fast" 28, "P la y" butlon 23 to P la y back me messages. The Remote 

"slow" 29, "save" 30, "rewind" 31, etc. The Remote 45 Answering Device 1 will automatically call up the user's 

Answering Device 1 may or may not have a normal tele- voice mail te 12 and start P lavill g messages. Again, this 

phone built in. The Remote Answering Device 1 plugs into no morc than mree seconds. Other buttons like "skip" 

a normal telephone jack 32, and may include a second RJ-11 27 > " delete " 25 - " fast " " slow " 29 etc - can bc added - ^ 

jack 33 and is powered by a normal 120 V electrical outlet act M remote controls for the voice mail box 12. 

34. In addition, the Remote Answering Device 1 includes a 50 If users wish to retrieve messages from outside home they 

number keypad 35 for entering in the telephone number of can call their home number, wait till the greeting is over or 

the user's voice mail system, and for entering in security s^P it ana \ wbc ° connected with the network mail box 12, 

codes for accessing the network based voice mail system 6, enter meir PIN code to access their messages. This proce- 

if desired. For the customer, there is no visible difference dure is, again, no different than with a normal answering 

from a normal answering machine. Throughout this docu- 55 machine. The Remote Answering Device 1 monitors this 

ment the device will be called the "Remote Answering session to know how many messages have been deleted and 

Device." Turning to FIG. 3, shown therein is a block D0W many have been left It may even count how many old 

diagram of the Remote Answering Device 1. The telephone and how many new messages are currently present in the 

line 4 passes to a modem 36 via the RJ-11 jacks 32, 33, voice mail box 12. 

which modem 36 is connected to a processor 37, that 60 If, in a future service, the user deletes messages from 

controls the operation of the Remote Answering Device 1. access points other than a telephone, e.g., a computer, then 

The processor 37 is also connected to a memory 38, the the message indicator 22 of the Remote Answering Device 

control keys 23-31, the message indicator 22, the keypad 35, 1 might still indicate messages, which, in reality, have 

and a power converter 47, which converts the 120 V power already been deleted. One touch of the "play" button 23, 

to 5 V power, for example. The power converter 47 also 65 however, will synchronize the display, 

provides 5 V power to the modem 36, an optional pager 39, One possible embodiment for realizing this is sending 

and memory 38 and is connected to the electrical outlet 34. data over voice, i.e., the Remote Answering Device 1 
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queries the Network Based Vbice Mail System 6 to deter- home when a user is on vacation will go to the user's voice 
mine the number of messages to play, which automatically mail box 12, and a call to the user's vacation home will also 
synchronizes the Remote Answering Device 1 with the go to the same voice mail box 12 if unanswered. This 
Network Based Voice Mail System 6, at least with regard to enables the user to listen to all messages without calling the 
the number of messages to play. The Network Based \bice 5 voice mail at home, at the office, at the cellular service, and 
Mail System 6 then transmits the number of messages at the vacation home, for example, 
remaining while simultaneously transmitting the voice mes- 
sages (thus, data over voice). While the basic concept of the Wireless Voice Mail 

present invention requires no modifications to the local « , . . . , . . 4 

•* u kt *. i n *i if • *x -i o * * *u> ~ Customers with mobile phones need only to subscribe to 

switch or Network Based \foice Mail System 6, this capa- 10 , f • ■ * j r * « • -i 

: j<; *• . ■ kt *. i no answer/busy forward service mstead of a full voice mail 

bility will require a modification to the existing Network J t , c , , „ . . 

Based Voice Mail System 6 service. They can then forward unanswered calls to their 

^ home voice mail number. Without losing any of the features 

Alternatively, the Network Based Voice Mail System 6 of a mobile voice mail (except notification which 

could append the data at the end of the voice messages, could ^ offered by our service as well) they, get the 

which would not require the more complex data over voice 15 additional advantage of being notified of wireless messages 

technology. As this data would not require more than a when enter ing the home and being able to play them in an 

couple of bits, it could easily be sent either before or after uncomplicated easy way (just press the "play" button on the 

other messages. Remote Answering Device). 

Likewise, if messages are delivered by other ways than It ^ t0 create a mobile version of the Remote 

calling the user's phone number, then the message indicator Answering Device that one could carry to enable one to 

22 of the Remote Answering Device 1 might miss calls. This access m ^ play back meS sages to one's home phone or any 

is for instance the case, when a caller directly calls the user's omer telephone. 

voice mail box number 12 to leave a message without 

disturbing the recipient. Again, the display will be synchro- Higher Reliability 

nized with one touch of the "play " button. 25 

Hie Remote Answering Device 1 can be set to periodi- t A P° w ° r 0Uta S e at home ™ U n u ot K e r rase 

cally call in to the voice mail box 12 to synchronize its Jf™ me are st ° red u at me Network ?ff d Voice 

message indicator, for example four times an hour. Each Ma u U ^'f m 6 Alternatively, the messages could be stored 

such call will be less than 5 seconds in total. , n m both P laces to eDSUre ^dancy (or backup) for very 

. , , vr , _ . . m , ., _ , 30 important messages. In this case, the Remote Answenng 

Alternatively, the Network Based Voice Mad System 6 Device j. would men acccss , hc Network Based \foice Mail 

can page the Remote Answenng Device 1 indicating the g $ and ^ ^ m s were k ^ fc the 

presence of a call that entered the mail box without gomg thereby indicating to delete the messages. Or, the user 

through the Remote Answering Device 1. This is accom- coukJ • . [ace a m ^ Remote 

plished by including a pager 39 in the Remote Answering 35 Device 1; enabling archival oEthe messages . ]„ this 

Device 1. Simply paging the Remote Answenng Device 1 ^ me pliybick would occur m the normal manner ^ 

when a message enters the Network Based Voice Mail described above 

System 6 without passing through the Remote Answering _ , ' ( 

Device 1 would ensure that the two mail boxes remain in Furthermore, the user can advise the local telephone 

synchronization with regard to the number of messages in 40 «MW to forward the calls on no answer/busy direcdy to 

the voice mail box 12 V0ice m numDer - In addition, it is possible for the 

Network Based Voice Mail System 6 to notify the caller that 

Multiple Mail Boxes me ca ^ *° me home phone did not go through because the 

line is busy or down. Because the message that is played by 

Certain answering machines offer multiple mail boxes. the Network Based Voice Mail System 6 is different than the 

The greeting usually prompts a user to press 1 to leave a 45 message played by the Remote Answering Device 1, the 

message for person A, to press 2 for person B, etc. The message could indicate that the call did not go through. To 

Remote Answering Device can offer the same service. It indicate that the line was down would require some repro- 

senses which number was pressed and then calls up that gramming at the local switch; however, it would enable a 

person's voice mail number or a default voice mail box (if ca ller to attempt to reach the user by another means to let the 

no button was pressed) to record the message. The indi- 50 user know the line is down or his equipment is malfunc- 

vidual members of a household need not even be on the tioning. This could be an additional service provided by the 

same voice mail system. local service provider. 

t *♦ o * a j M If a call arrives during a power outage, then the caller is 

Invention Specific Advantages ... . , V- *u u 

^ & 5S still able to leave a message. To accomplish this, the number 

Besides the well-known advantages of network based of rings set by the local telephone company before forward- 
voice message systems there are a few more advantages ing the call must be higher than the number of rings set by 
which are specific for the use with a Remote Answering the Remote Answering Device. 



Device. 



60 



Record Messages When the Line is Busy 



p e omes The same no answer/busy forward feature described 

People who have multiple telephones in different above can be used for callers to leave messages when the 

locations, for instance, a vacation home or a private office, line is busy, so no calls are missed. Using the caller ID 

can use multiple Remote Answering Devices but need only information the voice mail system can determine where the 
one network based voice mail service. All messages will go 65 call is coming from and play a (greeting accordingly, e.g., 

to the same place but any of the Remote Answering Devices "the line is currendy busy, please leave a message." Even 

are able to access and play back all messages. So, a call to though users don't know immediately that a call came while 
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they were on the phone, they will know a few minutes later, 
after the Remote Answering Device synchronizes with the 
voice mail system the next lime. 

Compatibility with Existing Mnce Mail Systems 

An important property of the Remote Answering Device 
is that it works with any existing or future voice mail system. 
There is no major development work necessary on the 
network side of the service. 

Synchronization of the Message Indicator 

The synchronization of the message indicator requires 
data to be exchanged between the Remote Answering 
Device and the Network Based Voice Mail Service. It can be 
done by sending data over voice. This is standard technology 
but currently not supported by voice mail systems. If it is not 
supported, then the message indicator might be out of 
synchronization when message traffic bypasses the Remote 
Answering Device, e.g., when the voice mail number is 
called directly to leave a message or retrieve and delete 
messages. 

As described above, it is possible to accomplish this using 
paging technology, as well. 

Erasing Calls which have Been Intercepted 

When an extension phone is picked up at home during the 
recording of a message, the Remote Answering Device 
drops the connection to the voice mail system and lets the 
user talk to the caller. A standard voice mail system will not 
know the difference between a full message and a message 
which has been intercepted and will therefore keep all 
intercepted messages. The Remote Answering Device sends 
a few bits of data to the voice mail system before discon- 
necting the line to indicate whether the call has been 
intercepted or not. If the voice mail system is able to read 
this data it can erase intercepted messages which is what the 
user expects to happen. 

Local and Network Stored Greetings 

Normally the Remote Answering Device plays the greet- 
ing which is stored locally. It could be network based but 
then a caller needs to wait for about three seconds before 
being connected to the network. On the other hand, if a call 
gets forwarded directly to the voice mail box (e.g., the line 
is busy), then the network needs to play the greeting. With 
standard voice mail systems this leads to two greetings being 
played in sequence for normal calls. If the voice mail system 
detects where the call is coming from, it can either play its 
own greeting or not play a greeting at all if the call comes 
from the Remote Answering Device. This also allows for 
different greetings for no answer or busy situations. 

Alternatively, the Remote Answering Device could dis- 
able the greeting by sending the appropriate signal (such as, 
for example, the particular Dialed Tone Multiple Frequency, 
DTMF, signal for the # key) over the line. This would skip 
the greeting and immediately play the beep to indicate to the 
caller to begin recording the message. 

Implementation 

The Network Side 

As mentioned earlier, the network side of the service 
requires either no change at all or only minor changes which 
can be incorporated into the existing software. The only 
consideration is adding a modem for sending data over voice 
to each telephone line. 
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The Remote Answering Device 

The Remote Answering Device not only looks like but is 
also built very much like a traditional answering machine. 
The basic differences are: 
5 The capability to send and receive data over voice. 

The capability to send hook flash and touch tone signals. 
The play back buttons act as a remote control for dialing 
into the voice mail system and sending touch tone 
commands to it. 
10 The recording and playing of the greeting is local. 

The Remote Answering Device should be able to work 
with all voice mail services offered on the market. The 
specific touch tone sequences for play, delete, skip, etc. 
which need to be known in order to make the buttons on the 
15 Remote Answering Device work can be stored in a small 
memory. It is possible for the Remote Answering Device to 
sense which service it connects to (e.g., by listening for 
specific tones) or the user can select the specific service he 
or she is using with a dip switch (similar to selecting a TV 
20 product on a universal remote control). 

Furthermore, the present invention is applicable to com- 
pany based voice mail systems, i.e., voice mail systems that 
operate on a customer premises or on customer premises 
equipment (CPE). In this case, the remote answering device 
2S connects to the telephone oudet as described above, and 
conferences in the company based voice mail system rather 
than the network based voice mail system. As dialing within 
a company based telephone system is usually simpler, this 
should work slightly faster than the network based version. 
30 All the above described procedures and embodiments apply 
in a similar manner though. 

Alternative Implementations 
Conference Call Initiated from the Network 
35 The user subscribes to the no answer/busy forward feature 
of the local telephone company. Unanswered calls are redi- 
rected to the voice mail service. When the service receives 
a call, it will automatically call back the user's home and 
conference it in to the call. The Remote Answering Device 
40 detects that the call is coming from the voice mail system by 
looking at the caller ID information and answers the call 
immediately and puts it on the speaker phone. 

The main problem with this solution is that when a user 
intercepts and picks up an extension phone, he or she will be 
45 connected to the calling party through the voice mail system 
and two of its phone lines will be busy for the duration of the 
call (which can be an hour or more, versus a few minutes at 
the most for leaving a message). This will make the required 
hardware on the network side more expensive. Furthermore, 
50 it is no longer compatible with standard voice mail systems. 
Conference Call Initiated from Home 

Alternatively, the Remote Answering Device could sense 
when a call is not answered and right after it has been 
forwarded to the voice mail system place a call to the voice 
55 mail system itself However, this solution has the same down 
sides as the above alternative. 
What is claimed is: 
1. An answering device comprising: 
a modem configured to answer an incoming call upon 
60 detecting a prectetermined number of rings, dial a user's 
network based voice mail box using a three-way calling 
service, and conference the incoming call with the 
user's voice mail box using the threeway calling ser- 
vice; 

65 a memory configured to store a predetermined telephone 
number and optional predetermined access code for the 
user's voice mail box; and 
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a processor configured to control the modem and to pass 
the predetermined telephone number and optical pre- 
determined access code from the memory to the 
modem, the processor being configured to output 
locally at the answering device a voice mail message as 
it is being recorded in the user's network based voice 
mail box; 

if the user answers the incoming call after a greeting has 
begun to be output, the processor is further configured 
to disconnect the user's voice mail box from the 
incoming call and to permit the user to intercept the 
incoming call; and 

if the user does not answer the call after a greeting has 
begun to be output, the processor is further configured 
to activate at least a message waiting indicator at the 
answering device to indicate that the recorded voice 
mail message exists in the user's network based voice 
mail box and responsive to a user input, the modem is 
configured to automatically dial the user's network 
based voice mail box to retrieve the recorded voice 
mail message. 

2. The device of claim 1, wherein the processor is further 
configured to transmit data to the user's network based voice 
mail box indicating whether the incoming call was answered 
or whether the voice mail message recording was completed. 

3. The device of claim 1, further comprising: 
a speaker to locally output at the answering device the 

voice mail message as it is being recorded in the user's 
network based voice mail box. 

4. The device of claim 1, further comprising: 
a message number display coupled to the processor, 

wherein the message number display is configured to 
display a count of voice mail messages existing in the 
user's network based voice mail box, and wherein a 
paging receiver is configured to receive a page from the 
user's network based voice mail box indicating that the 
voice mail message exists in the user's voice mail box 
without passing through the answering device, the 
paging receiver is further configured to output the voice 
mail message count to the processor, which is further 
configured to update a message number display. 

5. The device of claim 1, wherein the processor is further 
configured to detect a change in an impedance of a telephone 
line coupled to the modem, wherein the change of imped- 
ance indicates that the user has answered the incoming call 
and wherein the processor produces a signal to the modem 45 
to disconnect the user's voice mail box from the incoming 
call and to permit the user to intercept the incoming call. 

6. The device of claim 1, further comprising: 

a memory configured to store the greeting that is output to 
a caller during an incoming call while the user's 
network based voice mail system is being accessed. 

7. The device of claim 1, further comprising: 
a play button for the user input, wherein the processor is 

further configured trigger the modem to automatically 
dial the user's network based voice mail box to retrieve 
the recorded voice mail message upon selection of the 
play button by the user and the processor is further 
configured to query the user's network based voice 
mail box to determine how many messages remain in 
the user's voice mail box, and if different than those 
contained in a count maintained by the processor, the 
processor is further configured to synchronize its count 
to that of the user's voice mail box. 

8. The device of claim 7, wherein the modem is further 
configured to receive data from the user's network based 
voice mail box while simultaneously receiving voice sig- 
nals. 
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9. The device of claim 1, wherein the processor is further 
configured to trigger the modem to periodically call into the 
user's network based voice mail box to synchronize its 
message waiting indicator. 

10. The device of claim 1, further comprising: 

a tape recorder configured to record the voice mail 
message locally at the answering device as it is being 
recorded in the user's network based voice mail box. 

11. The device of claim 1, further comprising: 

a memory to store the voice mail message locally at the 
answering device as it is being recorded in the user's 
network based voice mail box. 

12. The device of claim 1, wherein if the user answers the 
phone after the greeting has begun, the processor is further 
configured to send a plurality of data bits to the user's 
network based voice mail box before disconnecting to 
indicate that the call has been intercepted by me user. 

13. The device of claim 1, wherein if the user answers the 
phone while the voice mail message is being recorded, the 
processor is further configured to send a plurality of data bits 
to the user's network based voice mail box before discon- 
necting to indicate that the call has been intercepted by the 
user. 

14. The device of claim 1, wherein the greeting being 
output is stored locally at the answering device. 

15. The device of claim 1, wherein the greeting being 
output is stored the network and the modem is further 
configured to conference in the user's network based voice 
mail box before the greeting is output. 

16. A method in an answering device for monitoring voice 
messages, the method comprising the steps of: 

monitoring an incoming call to determine whether the call 

is not being answered by a user; 
answering the incoming call if the user does not answer; 
playing a greeting for a caller that placed the call; 
conferencing in the user's network based voice mail 

system while the greeting is played to the caller; 
recording a message from the caller using the network 

based voice mail system while simultaneously playing 

the message over a speaker disposed in the user's 

location; 

notifying the answering device from the network based 
voice mail system when the call comes into the network 
based voice mail system that has not previously passed 
through the answering device; and 

responsive to the user input, automatically accessing the 
user's network based voice mail system to retrieve the 
message recorded in the network based voice mail 
system. 

17. The method of claim 16, wherein notifying the 
answering device includes paging the answering device 
from the network based voice mail system when the call 
comes into the network based voice mail system that has not 
previously passed through the answering device. 

18. The method of claim 16, further comprising: 
simultaneously playing over the speaker disposed in the 

user's location the greeting being played for the caller. 

19. A method in an answering device for monitoring voice 
messages, the method comprising the steps of: 

monitoring an incoming call to determine whether the call 

is not being answered by a user; 
answering the incoming call if the user does not answer; 
playing a greeting for a caller that placed the call; 
conferencing in the user's network based voice mail 

system while the greeting is played to the caller; 
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recording a message from the caller using the network 
based voice mail system while simultaneously playing 
the message over a speaker disposed in the user's 
location; 

recording the message from the caller locally at the user's 
location while simultaneously recording the message 
using the network based voice mail system; 

deleting the message recorded in the network based voice 
mail system if the user plays the locally recorded 
message. 

20. The method of claim 19, further comprising: 

if the user does not play the locally recorded message, 
accessing the user's network based voice mail system 
to retrieve the message recorded in the network based 
voice mail system. 

21. The method of claim 20, further comprising: 
deleting the message recorded in the network based voice 

mail system after the message recorded in the network 
based voice mail system has been retrieved. 

22. The method of claim 21, further comprising: 
synchronizing a message waiting indicator indicating a 

number of messages recorded locally at the user's 
location with a number of messages recorded in the 
network based voice mail system. 

23. A method for enabling screening of calls by a network 
based voice mail system, comprising the steps of: 

monitoring an incoming call to determine whether the call 

is not being answered by a user; 
answering the incoming call if the user does not answer; 

playing a greeting for the caller; 
conferencing in the user's network based voice mail 

system; 

recording a message using the network based voice mail 
system while simultaneously playing the message over 
a speaker disposed in the user's location; and 

notifying a remote answering device from the network 
based voice mail system when the call comes into the 
network based voice mail system that has not previ- 
ously passed through the remote answering device. 

24. The method of claim 23, wherein notifying the 
answering device includes sending a page to the answering 
device from the network based voice mail system when the 
call comes into the network based voice mail system that has 
not previously passed through the answering device. 

25. The method of claim 23, further comprising: 
updating a message indicator on the answering device in 

accordance with a message contained in the page. 

26. The method of claim 23, further comprising: 
detecting a change in an impedance of a telephone line 

and outputting a signal to drop the network based voice 
system from the conference call. 

27. The method of claim 23, further comprising: 
storing a greeting in memory in the answering device and 

playing the greeting to a caller during the incoming call 
while conferencing the network based voice mail sys- 
tem is being. 

28. The method of claim 23, further comprising: 
initiating a call to the user's network based voice mail 

system upon pressing of a play button on the remote 
answering device and querying the user's network 
based voice mail system to determine how many mes- 
sages remain in the user's voice mail box, and if 
different man those contained in a count maintained by 
the remote answering device, synchronizing the count 
to that of the user's voice mail box. 



29. The method of claim 23, further comprising: 
receiving data from the user's network based voice mail 
box while simultaneously receiving voice message 



10 



15 



20 



25 



30 



35 



40 



45 



50 



60 



65 



30. The method of claim 23, further comprising: 
calling periodically from the remote answering device to 

the voice mail box to synchronize the message indica- 
tor of the remote answering device. 

31. The method of claim 23, further comprising: 
dropping a connection to the network based voice mail 

system when an extension phone is picked up at the 
user's location during recording of the message; 

permitting the user talk to the caller; and 

sending a plurality of data bits to the network based voice 
mail system from the remote answering device before 
it disconnects from the line to indicate whether the call 
has been intercepted or not. 

32. A method in an answering device for monitoring voice 
messages, the method comprising the steps of: 

monitoring an incoming call to determine whether the call 
is not being answered by a user; 

answering the incoming call if the user does not answer; 
playing a greeting for a caller that placed the call; 

conferencing in the user's network based voice mail 
system with the incoming call while the greeting is 
played to the caller; 

recording a voice mail message from the caller using the 
network based voice mail system while simultaneously 
playing the message over a speaker disposed in the 
user's location; and 

if the user answers the incoming call after the greeting has 
begun to play, disconnecting the user's network based 
voice mail system from the incoming call; and 

if the user does not answer the call after the greeting has 
begun to play, activating a message waiting indicator at 
the answering device to indicate that the recorded voice 
mail message exists in the user's network based voice 
mail box and responsive to a user input, automatically 
dialing the user's network based voice mail box to 
retrieve the recorded voice mail message. 

33. The method of claim 32, further comprising: 
terminating the recording of the message at the network 

based voice mail system if the user answers the call 
after the greeting has begun to play; and 
permitting the user to converse with the caller of the user 
answers the call after the greeting has begun to play. 

34. The method of claim 33, further comprising: 
transmitting data to the user's network based voice mail 

system indicating whether the incoming call was 
answered or whether the voice mail message recording 
was completed. 

35. The method of claim 32, further comprising: 
playing the greeting at the user's location as it is being 

played to the caller. 

36. The method of claim 32, further comprising: 
displaying a count of voice mail messages existing in the 

user's network based voice mail system, wherein the 
count is displayed at the user's location. 

37. The method of claim 36, further comprising: 
querying periodically the user's network based voice mail 

system for a number of voice mail messages stored in 
the voice mail system; and 
updating the count displayed at the user's location if 
different than the number of voice mail messages stored 
in the voice mail system. 
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38. The method of claim 32, further comprising: 
recording the voice mail message locally at the user's 

location as it is being recorded in the user's network 
based voice mail system. 

39. The method of claim 32, further comprising: 
if the user answers the call while the voice mail message 

is recording, sending a plurality of data bits to the 
user's network based voice mail system to erase a 
partially recorded voice mail message. 

40. A network based voice mail apparatus comprising: 
a network based voice mail system including a user voice 

mail box; 

an answering device coupled to a user's incoming tele- 
phone line; 

a telephone network providing three-way calling service, 
wherein if the user's incoming line is not busy, answer- 
ing device answers an incoming call after a predeter- 
mined number of rings, and conferences in the user's 
voice mail box in the network based voice mail system 
using the three-way calling service of the telephone 
network; and 

if the user's incoming line is busy, a paging system being 
coupled to the network based voice mail system to page 
the answering device if the call comes into the network 25 
based voice mail system that has not previously passed 
through the answering device. 
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41. The apparatus according to claim 40, further com- 
prising: 

an Internet interface via which a user can access the user 
voice mail box. 

42. The apparatus according to claim 41, wherein the 
Internet interface comprises a World Wide Web site that the 
user can access using a personal computer running a Web 
browser to review messages in the user's voice mail box in 
the network based voice mail system. 

43. The apparatus according to claim 40, further com- 
prising: 

a plurality of remote answering devices, each disposed at 
different locations and different incoming telephone 
lines, wherein each of the plurality of remote answering 
devices accesses the same user's voice mail box. 

44. The apparatus according to claim 40, further com- 
prising: 

a wireless remote answering device being couplable to the 
network based voice mail system via a wireless com- 
munications network and including command function- 
ality similar to the remote answering device coupled to 
the user's incoming telephone line. 
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DATED : September 25, 2001 

INVENTOR(S) :UrsAMuller 



It is certified that error appears in the above-identified patent and that said Letters Patent is 
hereby corrected as shown below: 



Title page, 

ABSTRACT, please correct to read as follows: 

- A network based voice mail system without losing any of the advantages of 
traditional answering machines includes a small device, which looks like an answering 
machine and costs about the same, and three-way calling service. The small device 
(called a Remote Answering Device) looks just like an ordinary answering machine. 
When a call comes in that is not answered by a human, the Remote Answering Device 
will pick up after a preselected number of rings and play a prerecorded greeting that is 
stored locally and then prompt the caller to wait for the beep. The Remote Answering 
Device then uses three-way calling service to conference the user's voice mail number 
into the call, by sending a hook flash signal and speed dialing the user's voice mail 
number. When a conference call is established, it plays the beep and then plays the 
message which is being recorded live on the speaker. If an extension is picked up, the 
Remote Answering Device drops the conference call by sending another hook flash 
signal and hangs up. Since the Remote Answering Device answered all calls it knows 
how many messages have been left and can indicate this number on its display. The 
Remote Answering Device will automatically call up the user's voice mail box and start 
playing the messages. If a call is received by the network based voice mail system that 
did not first pass through the Remote Answering Device, the network based voice mail 
system sends a page to the Remote Answering Device that identifies the correct message 
count in the queue. The Remote Answering Device includes a paging receiver that 
receives the message and sends the correct count to a processor that updates the message 
count indicator. 
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The method of claim 23, further comprising: 
Storing a greeting in memory in the answering device and playing the greeting to a caller during the 
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